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CONTENTION

This thesis is an exploration of the use of spolia as an alternate method
to the current conventions of preservation . Through spolia, architectural
remnants can be integrated into a different context, putting forward a form
of preservation beyond reconstruction. This thesis contends that spolia will act as an instrument of locus making and identity mediation
through the memory that is ascribed to the object.

DEFINING SPOLIA

Traditionally, spolia is the practice of re-appropriation, referring to spoils of war, where the materials are
looted and reused as new building materials. Originally
derived from the Latin term spolium (singular form
of spolia), it originally means spoils, referring to the
spoils of war, booty, or loot However, the term spolia
used today simply refers to scavenged materials that
are repurposed. Richard Brilliant, an art history and
archaeology professor, defined spolia in three ways:
spolia in se (itself: antique reuse), spolia in re (reality:
citation, allusion), and spolia in me (me: attribution).1
The practice of spolia is evident in many architectural
sites around the world, for example St Peter’s Basilica
in Rome, San Marco’s Basilica in Venice, The Great
Mosque of Cordoba, and even the Chicago Tribune
Tower.

West facade in San Marco, Venice, with spolia taken from Constantinopole

In this thesis, spolia is defined as the repurposing of
found artifacts or material with ingrained place identity
that are repurposed into new building matter in novel
contexts. This includes architecture remnants or fragments from sites of historical ruins, urban derelicts and
artifacts that are currently being displayed in museums.
This definition of spolia is further layered with the
interpretations derived from the use of current digital
tools that allows spolia to be more readily accessible.

Chicago Tribune Tower Facade, Chicago, embedded with rocks from cultural sites around
the world

PREMISE

Architecture’s impermanence results in demolishment,
reconstruction, or its fragments being exhibited in
museums or ruin parks. Attempts at preservation often
only look at surface-level significance of these artifacts
without allowing the addition for meanings over time.
While displaying an artifact in a museum or turning
ruins into tourist parks directly addresses the history
of the artifacts, these sites only grant the passive observation of the artifacts and fail to address the value
that can be derived when we allow more active engagement with the artifacts. Actively engaging with these
objects in settings beyond museums and ruins, where
they are integrated into current contexts, relates it in
both a personal and collective way and thereby derives
and ascribes different layers of cultural value. The use
of spolia allows for progressive architecture that is not
limited by history in its form and use, but rather allows
an incremental construction and the rebirth of materials and architectural remnants.

The House of Caecilius Jucundu, Pompeii, Italy

Yuan Ming Yuan (Old Summer Palace), Beijing, China

Roof fragment from Yuan Ming Yuan; Tile fragment from Chinese temple - displayed at the V&A Museum, London

WHY AND WHAT DO WE PRESERVE?

Why

What

In addressing the topic of how to preserve, it is important to acknowledge the reason for preservation.
This thesis holds the position that preservation of
architecture is done in order to situate ourselves in history and to act as a physical manifestation of our cultural identity. Through the preservation of the building
and its succession over time, the architecture becomes
familiar and associative, allowing it to define the place
that it occupies.

The question of choosing what to keep is one of a
political nature, where the resultant answer can be seen
as arbitary. We preserve artifacts and buildings that
serves as a manifestation and a reminder of our cultural value. However, as Rem Koolhaas suggested in Preservation is Overtaking Us, the amount of artifacts that
we choose to preserve has exponentially increased over
the years, to a point where it has started to overtake
our built environments. In this thesis, choosing what
to spoliate and reembed into a new container will be a
key question in approaching ideas of locus and space
making.

Excerpt from Preservation is Overtaking Us, 2014, Rem Koolhaas and Jorge Otero-Pailos

Excerpt from Preservation is Overtaking Us, 2014, Rem Koolhaas and Jorge Otero-Pailos

HOW TO PRESERVE?

This thesis is a proposition of doing the said preservation through the employment of spolia. Through spolia, architecture remnants are integrated into a different
context, putting forward a form of preservation without reconstruction. Though not physically representative of the entire of its original architecture, this thesis
contends that spolia will be able to act as an instrument
of locus making and identity mediation through the
memory that is ascribed to the object. By embedding
and syncretizing the spoliated object into a new construction, it makes history relevant again. Spoliation
allows for progressive architecture that is not limited by
history in its form and use.

Casa dei Crescenvi, Rome, Italy

Ethics of Dust, Jorge Otero Pailos

Ningbo Museum, Ningbo, China, Wangshu

Basilica di Siponto, Puglia, Italy, Eduardo Tresoldi

Placing this thesis among other preservation practices
(refer to next page), this thesis project situate itself in
between traditional use of spolia and the preservation
of traces and ideas. Projects such as Casa de Crescenvi
in Italy, Ningbo Museum by Wangshu in China, Ethics
of Dust by Jorge Otero Pailos and Basilica di Siponto
by Eduardo Tresoldi in Italy serves as close precedents.

HOW TO PRESERVE
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HOW TO CHOOSE WHAT TO SPOLIATE?

As artifacts come with the baggage of cultural and political heritage, it is crucial to determine what spolia to
reuse in the new context. To be able to carry out a successful syncretization of spolia in the new context, the
architectural effect and objective that would like to be
achieved from the addendum of the spolia should be
first determined. The artifacts of cultural value would
need to be of the right resolution and scale in order
to have a degree of legibility to the original. In order
for the spolia to be valued in its new context, it needs
to have a degree of familiarity, which can be achieved
by spoliating in close proximity from the new site. At
the same time, the artifact should not be entirely familiar, so that different readings and misreadings can take
place in its new context.

Casa dei Crescenvi, Rome, Italy

Quwwat-ul-Islam Mosque, Delhi, India

Ningbo Museum, Ningbo, China, Wangshu

Garbage Wall, Godon Matta Clark

Mapping of Peers: Resolution of Found Objects
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HOW TO CHOOSE WHAT TO SPOLIATE
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Speculative Spoliation
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HOW TO REEMBED INTO NEW SITE/ SPACE OR CONTAINER
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Mapping of Non-Peers: Syncretization
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HOW TO REEMBED INTO NEW SITE/ SPACE OR CONTAINER
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RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE CONTAINER AND THE CONTAINED
MEMORIES OF THE OBJECT

PRECEDENT STUDY: NINGBO MUSEUM

Materials salvaged from demolished villages south of Ningbo include terracota roof tiles,
bricks and stones. These materials belonged to places of dwellings. As these materials
were essential to a typical house in Ningbo, it was extremely familiar and personal. At the
same time, because the materials were dismantled to its modular unit, it does not posess
enough variance between the collection to claim unicity, rendering it able to be perceived
as a collective artifact of the city. These artifacts were both personal and unfamiliar at the
same time. The technique of reassembling the materials stemmed from a traditional method known as wapan, where it was used to resist harsh climate conditions. In building the
museum, it not only act as a repository of the materials from the past, but also preserving
traditional techniques which would be lost otherwise.
Ningbo
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Ningbo, China,

Resolution of found objects
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Degree of Syncretization:
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Ningbo
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Ningbo, China,

x
Isolated

Techniques: Wapan (stacking), aligning, infilling

Assimilated

PRECEDENT STUDY: CASA DE CRESCENVI

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE CONTAINER AND THE CONTAINED
MEMORIES OF THE OBJECT

Spolia of architectural elements such as entablatures, columns, pilasters, door frames,
reliefs, etc from all over Rome were used as building blocks for the facade of this house. It
borrows the status that is associated with classical antiquity to asssert its political will. As
these are architectural elements taken from classical architecture, the material were familiar
and collectively recognizable. The spolia are given a composite form of a house by infilling
and aligning bricks around its void.
Casa de
Crescenvi,
Rome, Italy

Resolution of found objects

Dust

Degree of Syncretization:
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Building

Casa de
Crescenvi,
Rome, Italy

Isolated

Assimilated

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE CONTAINER AND THE CONTAINED
MEMORIES OF THE OBJECT

PRECEDENT STUDY: DUOMO DI SIRACUSA
Found artifacts seen in the Duomo di Siracusa operates on a building scale. The site
started out as a Greek temple, and was later transformed into a Byzantine church. It was
later used as a mosque and was ultimately transformed into a Norman church. A Baroque
facade was added later on. From the photos it can be seen that the vestigial Doric orders
from the Greek temple was incorporated into the Norman wall with the use of layering
and aligning. The architectural palimpsest blends into a composite building with the use of
similar materials and colour.
Duomo di
Siracusa,
Siracusa,
Italy

Resolution of found objects

Dust
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Siracusa,
Siracusa,
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Isolated

Assimilated

Techniques: layering, aligning, colour, material

Athenian Temple, 480 AD

Byzantine, 700 AD

Norman, 1061

Earthquake Restoration, 1693

Baroque Ornamentation, 1731

Present Day, 2018

MEMORIES OF THE OBJECT

OBJECT STUDY: MARBLE PLINTH
In order to prove the said contention, this thesis examines precedents which tackles the
use of found artifacts in various resolution and the degree in which it is syncretized in
its new container. The relationship between the container and the contained is studied in
parallel to the memories ascribed in the artifact that is projected in its new context. After
extrapolating techniques and its consequent architectural affect from previous research, the
techniques are applied and tested in the context of a marble plinth. The artifact is tested
in both 2D and 3D, along with a constant relay between the digital and the physical. It is
important for this thesis to translate tests between multiple mediums in order to gain novel
frames and understandings on the subject.
The object of study chosen is a marble plinth that had originated from the Xiyanglou in
Yuan Ming Yuan (Old Summer Palace) in Beijing, China. The plinth is among thousands
of artifacts that were looted during the sacking of Yuan Ming Yuan during the Second
Opium War in 1861. Many artifacts had ended up in British and French museums, while
the marble plinth subsequently ended up in the Kode Museum of Art in Bergen, Norway.
These artifacts and relics have often been used as a political negotiation tool between China
and the rest of the world as China would like these artifacts be returned to them. Recently,
seven of the marble plinths and were returned to China and are currently being exhibited
in Peking University. Due to the lack of ‘complete pieces’ of these artifacts, as well as the
current state of the site, it is impossible to reconstruct Yuan Ming Yuan to how it originally
was. Hence, the marble plinth was chosen as an object of study in to test various degrees
of syncretization, resolution and legibility in a new container.
Though the marble plinth was constructed in China, the design of the plinth itself is a citation of the greek column. This further convolutes questions on ownership and authenticity
of the object, making it an appropriate subject for tests on legibility and resolution.
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POTENTIAL SITE OF INVESTIGATION
Yuan Ming Yuan
Yuan Ming Yuan was chosen as a site of potential spoliation due to its historical significance and
political implications. Yuan Ming Yuan was regarded as the Versailles of the East, an opulent and
grand collection of palaces and gardens that spanned an area even larger than the Forbidden City.
Historically, it was an important place, used as the main imperial residence during the Qing Dynasty, as well as housing several priceless cultural treasures and artifacts. The sacking of Yuan Ming
Yuan by the British and the French troops during the Second Opium War in 1860 still remains an
emotive subject in China, where the ruins served as a reminder of one of the nation’s great humiliations, rendering Yuan Ming Yuan a site of contested memory. The sacking of Yuan Ming Yuan
has often been referred to by the Chinese as an example of cultural destruction by the West, as
they not only looted the palace of its cultural treasures, but also set the palace and its gardens on
fire. The sacked palace was further driven into ruins under Mao, who used it as a site of patriotic
education base, as propaganda to further drive the point of the evils of Western Imperialism and
capitalism.
While there are ruins and remnants on the original site in Beijing, many of the looted artifacts
are dispersed among western museums such as the British Museum and the Victoria and Albert
Museum in London, and in the Empress’ Chinese Museum in Château de Fontainebleau, France.
Attempts to contact these museums by Chinese researchers to ascertain exactly which looted objects they have in their collections are met with no response, making Chinese recovery efforts very
difficult. These artifacts and relics have often been used as a political negotiation tool between
China and the rest of the world. China wants these artifacts back because they are regarded as part
of their cultural identity, stolen by Western Imperialists who have no idea what the objects mean
to the Chinese. Recently, seven columns and two sculptures that were originally looted from Yuan
Ming Yuan were returned to Beijing. Due to the lack of ‘complete pieces’ of these artifacts, as well
as the current state of the site, it is impossible to reconstruct Yuan Ming Yuan to how it originally
was. With the Crown grant, I will visit the British Museum, Victoria and Albert Museum, and the
Château de Fontainebleau, to study how these architectural artifacts (like roof fragments, columns,
sculptures and drawings) are displayed at the museum, and to further speculate on how it would be
‘used’ if it was returned to its original site in Beijing.

Yuan Ming Yuan, Beijing, China

V&A Museum, London, England
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